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Abstract 
Students believed to be efficacious in coping with complex events and they are positively committed into their actual project. 
Despite a positive representation of own future, they expected to find a satisfying job only in a medium term (5 years). This 
expectation could be related to a territory representation as a limit rather than a chance. Women, compared to male, have better 
expectations in relation to the representation of their future. Students of Mathematical sciences showed a more negative 
representation of their future, and they expected to need more time to find a satisfying job compared to other students. 
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1. Theoretical background 
Bauman (2000) used Liquid society metaphor to depict the transition from a rigid and ordered social system to a 
flexible, dynamic, uncertain, and accelerated society (Bauman, 2000; Clegg, & Baumeler, 2010; Gabriel, 2005; 
Larson 2002). This transition has required a change of organizational contexts, job market, job skills and 
competences (Wilpert, 2009). Furthermore, this transition affected subjective and cultural dimension, and now, more 
than in the past, people have to manage a new flexible and complex reality (Grimaldi, 2007; La Rosa & Gosetti, 
2005). It has emerged a new complex challenge for new generations, which have to be able to represent their social 
and professional future within a social context affected by constant and unexpected changes (Castiglione, 
Licciardello, Mauceri, & Rampullo, 2012; Licciardello, De Caroli, Castiglione, & Marletta, 2007). Furthermore, 
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representation of own environment, and several intrapersonal and contextual factors affects own professional 
orientation in terms of career and expectations about own career path (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994). 
Intrapersonal factors, like Self Efficacy, affects professional orientation, expectation about own professional 
future, performance and representation of own environment (Bandura, 1997; Judge & Bono, 2001; Luzzo & 
McWhirter, 2001).  
Expectations about own professional future may regard to both about objective (e.g. salary) and subjective (e.g. 
work needs and values) outcomes of professional activities (Bandura, 1997; Lent et al., 1994; Lent, 2005). 
Considering both subjective and objective outcomes is consistent with a work’s representation as a way to satisfy 
both basic needs (instrumental value) and self-realization (intrinsic value) needs (Blustein, 2001; Fouad & Bynner, 
2008; Sarchielli, 2003). According to this, future possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Marshall et al., 2011) 
represent what one might would become are linked to life planning and showed a motivational function. 
Expectations about own future showed to play an important role into life and work projectuality.  (Cross & Markus, 
1991; Marshall, 2002; Packard & Nguyen, 2003; Shepard & Marshall, 1999). On the other hand professional 
orientation, and especially personal goals have a motivational function. The motivational function of goals relies on 
determination to achieve that specific goal, whereas without commitment it loses its motivational feature (Fishbach 
& Dhar, 2005; Jostmann & Koole, 2009; Locke & Latham, 1990; Oettingen et al., 2009). 
Lastly some factors like predispositions, gender and major area, seemed to have a role in professional orientation, 
expectations about own future, work representations and environmental representation (Castiglione et al., 2012; 
Falanga, De Caroli, & Sagone, 2014; Lent et al., 1994; Lent, 2005; Sanchez, & Licciardello, 2012). Gender affects 
value system, women showed to be more expressive and relational than men, whereas men seemed to be more 
agentic and instrumental (Castiglione, Rampullo, & Licciardello, 2014; Schwarts & Rubel, 2005). Although gender 
differences were often minimal and affected by own cultural context (Schwarts & Rubel, 2005), they emerged with 
regard to students professional orientation too. Women, compared to men, have lesser expectations to achieve 
positive outcomes in different job positions, especially when these ones are linked culturally and stereotypically to 
male domains (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001; Betz & Hackett, 1981; Brodzinski, Scherer, & 
Wiebe, 1990; Eccles, 1994; Castiglione, Licciardello, Sánchez, Rampullo, & Campione, 2013). 
Within this framework, it is fundamental how one perceives own environment. Several authors does not 
conceptualize environment dimension as ab objective fact, but they considered it rather as a psychosocial construct 
(Lent et al., 1994; Licciardello & Damigella, 2014; Vondracek, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 1986). Furthermore, the 
elements that can support or hinder own professional future, and own career path, may be both environmental (e.g. 
discriminations) and intrapersonal (e.g. Self) factors (Lent et al., 1994; Swanson & Woitke, 1997). 
2. Overview of the current study 
In line with a vison of a mutual relationship between the person and his environment, the aim of this study was to 
explore how gender and major area of study affects student’s: personal factors, in terms of coping self-efficacy and 
commitment to a specific project; expectations about own personal and professional future representation (in terms 
of possible Future Self, job needs, work representation and expectations); representation of own environment; and 
their general professional orientation. 
3. Method 
3.1. Participants 
The sample consisted of University of Catania students (N=493; Men=166, Women=327) with a mean age of 
23.5 (SD=2.74, range 19-36). 
3.2. Measures 
Personal factors. Personal factors were measured by two scales. We used the Self-efficacy in Management of 
complex problems scale (Farnese, Avallone, Pepe, & Pocelli, 2007) to measure coping efficacy. The measure is 
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composed of 24 items, rated on a 7-point Likert scale, about beliefs to manage complex problems. It’s divided into 4 
factors, which are used to measure efficacy beliefs about the ability: to cope with stressful events (Emotional 
Maturity; α=.79); to pursue concrete goals (Finalization of Action; α=.82); to manage relationships and interpersonal 
conflicts (Relational Fluidity; α=.81); to analyze, to act and to adapt in relation to environmental elements (Context 
analysis; α=.84). Furthermore, we used the Project involvement scale (α=.77) to measure actual commitment levels 
to a specific project. It was composed of 21 statements rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 
(1) to strongly agree (7).  
Personal and professional future representation.   Future self (α=.89) and Work representation (α=.86). Each 
Semantic Differential (Damigella & Licciardello, 2014; Di Nuovo & Licciardello, 1997) had 34 pairs of opposite 
adjectives, on a 7-point scale. Furthermore, we used an open question to measure expectations about the time needed 
to find a satisfying job (Satisfying Job Years). We asked “Realistically, how many years do you think you will 
spend in order to find a satisfying job?”. The Work preference scale (Avallone, Farnese, & Pocelli, 2007) was used 
to measure another aspect of outcome expectations. It constituted 16 items on a 7-point Likert scale. It’s divided into 
four factors which are used to measure job-related needs: Power and Success (α=.83); Relationship and Affiliation 
(α=.77); Self-realization (α=.74).  The fourth factor (security and protection) will not be discussed within this study 
because it displayed a Cronbach alpha’s lower than .60, (α=.53), (Pallant, 2007).  
Environmental representation. A Semantic Differential (Damigella & Licciardello, 2014; Di Nuovo & 
Licciardello, 1997), was used to measure representation of the Territory of belonging (α=.89). Furthermore, we used 
one item to measure perception of Territory support of actual projects. We asked “To what extent the territory, in 
which you live, supports or hinders the achievement of your project?”. Students had to answer on a 10-point Likert 
scale from it is really hindering (1) to it is really supportive (10). 
General professional orientation. We used 5 items (Castiglione et al., 2013), rated on a 7-point Likert scale, to 
measure general professional orientations. We asked “Thinking about your professional future, you imagine you 
will”: be a Permanent employee; be Self-employed; be Entrepreneur; be content with what life offers you (What 
Life Gives); contribute actively to the development of your territory (Territory Development). 
Semi-structured questions about age, gender and major area. 
3.3. Data analyses 
The checking for statistically significant differences was carried out using the following tests: Analysis of 
Variance, within N factors, concerning the comparison of subscale scores; two-way between-subjects MANOVAs 
and two-way between-subjects ANOVA in order to verify the incidence of independent variables; Tukey’s HSD test 
in post hoc analyses for independent variable major area; One-sample t-test in order to compare sample means with 
mid-point value; Cronbach’s alpha to check the reliability of the assessment inventory scales, we analyzed only 
subscales value with a Cronbach’s alpha value above .60, which is considered an acceptable value (Pallant, 2007). 
The data analysis was performed using SPSS v.20 for Windows. 
4. Results 
4.1. Descriptive analysis 
Personal factors are characterized by a positive sign. The sample generally has displayed positive 
F(1473,3)=149,65, p<.001, beliefs about the ability: to analyze, to act and to adapt in relation to environmental 
elements (Context analysis; M=5.79 SD=.76); to pursue concrete goals (Finalization of Action, M=5.84 SD=.81); 
and to manage relationships and interpersonal conflicts (Relational Fluidity, M=5.52 SD=.96). Students displayed 
slightly low positive beliefs about the ability to cope with stressful events (Emotional Maturity, M=5.03 SD=.94). 
Furthermore, they showed positive a level of commitment to actual project (Project involvement scale; M=5.42, 
SD=.60).  
Regarding outcome expectations, students had positive a representation of Future Self (M=5.54 SD=.70) and 
Work (M=4.99 SD=.80). However, they expected to need on average 4.73 years (SD=2.63) to find a satisfying job. 
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Self-realization (M=6.65 SD=.54) is the most important job-related need F(2,984)=367,62, p<.001, whereas 
students attributed lower positive importance to Relationship and Affiliation (M=5.56 SD=1.02), and Power and 
Success (M=5.10 SD=1.31).  
Environmental representation is characterized by a negative sign. Students showed negative attitude toward 
Territory of belonging (M=3.66 SD=.87), one test to midpoint=4, t=-8.809, p<.001. Furthermore, they perceived 
territory as really hindering their actual project (M=3.53; SD=1.6), one test to midpoint=5.5, t=-6.411, p<.001. 
With regard to their personal future goals, students seemed to slightly prefer to be a permanent employee 
(M=5.12 SD=1.69) and to contribute actively to the development of their territory (M=4.91 SD= 1.63), F(4, 
1968)=111,60, p.<001. They displayed a slightly lower positive preference toward self-employment (M=4.51 SD= 
1.91). The idea to be an entrepreneur overlap mid-point (M=3.92 SD=2.03). Instead, they rejected the idea to be 
content with what life offers them (M=3.15 SD=1.80), one test to midpoint=4, t=-10.55, p<.001). 
4.2. Gender and major area effects 
Table 1. Means of Coping efficacy and Project Involvement by Gender and Major area. 









Gender          
Men (n=166) 5.61 (.80) 5.07 (.86) 5.71 (.86) 5.33 (1.00) 5.26 (.68) 
Women (n=327) 5.88 (.72) 5.02 (.98) 5.91 (.78) 5.63 (.93) 5.51 (.53) 
Major area          
Educational Sciences (n=166) 5.87 (.69) 5.07 (.92) 5.99 (.65) 5.70 (.86) 5.53 (.52) 
Mathematical Sciences (n=150) 5.66 (.86) 4.94 (.97) 5.59 (.93) 5.24 (1.04) 5.34 (.55) 
Economic Sciences (n=177) 5.82 (.71) 5.09 (.93) 5.93 (.80) 5.61 (.94) 5.38 (.68) 
Note. All variables range from 1 to 7. Standard deviations are shown in parentheses. 
We conducted a series of two-way between-subjects MANOVAs and ANOVAs to assess significant effects of 
gender and major area on all dependent variables regarding personal factors, outcome expectations, environmental 
representations and personal goals. We followed significant MANOVAs by univariate analyses for both gender and 
the major area, and Tukey’s HSD test in post hoc analyses for the independent variable major area. 
It has emerged a multivariate effect on perceived Self-Efficacy, by both Gender F(4,484)=2.938, p=.02, η2=.976, 
and major area F(8,968)=3.336, p=.001, η2=.947, by Wilk’s lambda criterion. ANOVAs displayed significant 
differences by Gender only on Context analysis F(1,487)=7.320, p<.01 with  women showing higher levels than 
men (See table 2). Major area had a significant main effect on Finalization of Action F(2,487)=9.278, p<.001;  and 
Relational Fluidity F(2,487)=7.110, p=.001. Students of Mathematical Sciences displayed worse Self-efficacy 
beliefs on all two factors than Educational and Economic Sciences students (See table 2). Gender and major area did 
not significantly affect Emotional Maturity factor, and not interaction effects were displayed. With regard to 
commitment to a project, univariate analyses displayed significant F(1,487)=6.896, p<.01 differences only by 
Gender with women showing higher project involvement than men whereas major area did not display significant 
effects (See Table 1). 
It has emerged a multivariate effect on Future Self and on Work representation by both Gender F(2,486)=3.253, 
p=.04, η2=.987, and major area F(4,972)=4.260, p=.002, η2=.966, by Wilk’s lambda criterion. ANOVAs displayed a 
significant, F(1,487)=3.731, p=.05, main effect of Gender only on Future Self, with women showing a better 
representation of Future Self than men. Major area displayed significant main effects on Future Self, 
F(2,487)=6.557, p=.002 and on Work’ representation F(2,487)=6.158, p=.002. It emerged from post hoc analyses 
that students of Mathematical Sciences displayed significantly (p=.001) worse representation of Future Self and of 
Work than Educational and Economic Sciences students (See table 2). 
We found a multivariate effect on Job needs only by major area F(6,970)=21.368, p<.001, η2=.780 by Wilk’s 
lambda criterion, whereas Gender did not display significant effects. Major area displayed significant main effects 
on Power and Success, F(2,487)=67.266, p<.001 and on Relationship and Affiliation F(2,487)=17.896, p<.001. Post 
hoc analyses showed that Economic Sciences students give higher importance to Power and Success Job need than 
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Educational and Mathematical Sciences, whereas students of Educational Science give higher importance to 
Relationship and Affiliation Job needs than students of other major areas (See Table 2). 
Table 2. Means of Outcome expectations measures by Gender and Major area. 




and Affiliation Self-realization 
Satisfying Job 
Years 
Gender             
Men (n=166) 5.39 (.75) 4.92 (.78) 5.20 (1.34) 5.17 (1.10) 6.60 (.61) 5.01 (2.61) 
Women (n=327) 5.61 (.66) 4.96 (.81) 5.05 (1.28) 5.76 (.91) 6.68 (.52) 4.58 (2.63) 
Major area             
Educational Sciences (n=166) 5.62 (.59) 4.91 (.84) 4.77 (1.20) 6.07 (.72) 6.70 (.44) 4.93 (2.98) 
Mathematical Sciences (n=150) 5.35 (.84) 4.80 (.81) 4.62 (1.33) 5.11 (1.10) 6.57 (.67) 5.24 (2.64) 
Economic Sciences (n=177) 5.62 (.63) 5.10 (.72) 5.82 (1.05) 5.47 (.97) 6.68 (.52) 4.12 (2.14) 
Note.   Satisfying Job Years is a continuous variable. All other variables range from 1 to 7. Standard deviations are shown in parentheses. 
Only Major area displayed significant univariate effect on the time expected as necessary for finding a satisfying 
job, F(2,429)=46.414, p=.001, whereas Gender did not display significant differences. In particular, post hoc 
analyses showed that are the Economic Science students having a better expectation than other students (See Table 
2). 
Table 3. Means of Territory by Gender and Major area 
Sample  
Territory Gender Major area 
Men Educational Sciences 4.23 (1.13) 
 Mathematical sciences 3.40 (.81) 
 Economic Sciences 3.62 (.90) 
Women Educational Sciences 3.69 (.90) 
 Mathematical sciences 3.69 (.77) 
 Economic Sciences 3.74 (.81) 
Note. Territory range from 1 to 7. Standard deviations 
are shown in parentheses. 
Although the main effect of major area on representation of the Territory was significant, F(4,932)=2.791, p=.03, 
η2=.976, by Wilk’s lambda criterion, there was a significant interaction between gender and major area, 
F(4,932)=2.486, p=.04, η2=.979, by Wilk’s lambda criterion. Women of different major areas did not differ on 
average representation of Territory, instead men showed differences on representation of the Territory in relation to 
major area. In fact, male students of Mathematical and Economic Sciences displayed the same negative 
representation whereas male students of Educational Sciences showed a slightly positive orientation toward 
Territory of belonging (See table 3). 
 
Table 4. Personal goals means by Gender and Major area. 
Sample 
Permanent 
employee Self-employed Entrepreneur What Life Gives 
Territory 
Development 
Gender           
Men (n=166) 4.80 (1.82) 4.31 (1.99) 4.13 (2.11) 3.06 (1.82) 4.40 (1.83) 
Women (n=327) 5.29 (1.61) 4.61 (1.87) 3.81 (1.99) 3.19 (1.79) 5.17 (1.46) 
Major area           
Educational Sciences (n=166) 4.91 (1.68) 4.79 (1.70) 3.37 (1.89) 3.19 (1.81) 5.28 (1.33) 
Mathematical Sciences (n=150) 5.11 (1.61) 3.46 (1.92) 3.17 (1.95) 3.48 (1.84) 4.89 (1.75) 
Economic Sciences (n=177) 5.33 (1.76) 5.13 (1.74) 5.07 (1.71) 2.83 (1.69) 4.57 (1.72) 
Note. All variables range from 1 to 7. Standard deviations are shown in parentheses. 
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It has emerged a multivariate effect on Personal goals by both Gender F(2,483)=5.539, p<.001, η2=.946, and 
major area F(10,966)=17.024, p<.001, η2=.723, by Wilk’s lambda criterion. ANOVAs displayed a significant main 
effect of Gender on Permanent employee F(1,487)=14.705, p<.001,  and on Territory Development 
F(1,487)=11.942, p=.001.  
Women, more than men, have higher expectation to find a permanent job and to contribute actively to the 
development of their territory (See table 4). Major area showed a significant main effect on Permanent employee 
F(2,487)=4.320, p=.01, Self-employed F(2,487)=36.507, p<.001, Entrepreneur F(2,487)=47.804, p<.001 and What 
Life Gives F(2,487)=5.435, p<.01. In particular, after conducting post hoc analyses, we found that students of 
Economic Sciences, more than others, have higher expectation to find a job or to self-employ. Mathematical Science 
students, more than others, have instead higher expectation to be content to what life offers (See table 4). 
5. Discussion and Conclusion 
Personal factors are characterized by a positive sign. Students believed to be efficacious in coping with complex 
events and they are positively committed into their actual project. In line with a positive representation of their 
intrapersonal characteristics, it emerged a positive orientation toward their Future Self. They show a positive attitude 
toward the general concept of work, which it should satisfying particularly their needs of Self-realization. This result 
is consistent with an image of work not only as a simple means to earn money, but as something with an intrinsic 
value (Blustein, 2001; Fouad & Bynner, 2008; Sarchielli, 2003). Despite a positive representation of own future, 
they expected to find a satisfying job only in a medium term (5 years). This expectation could be related to a 
territory representation as a limit rather than a chance. Indeed, it emerged a negative representation of the territory of 
belonging, which it is also perceived as really hindering their actual projectuality. Finally, it emerged an orientation 
toward permanent employment, and furthermore the students had intention to contribute actively to the development 
of their territory, even if they have a negative representation of it. They reject instead the idea to undertake a career 
path towards self-employment or entrepreneurial activity.  
In line with Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent et al., 1994) first hypothesis was confirmed. Person and 
contextual inputs, gender and the major area, significantly predicted intrapersonal factors, outcome expectations, 
environmental representation and personal goals. Women, compared to male, showed higher commitment to actual 
project and stronger beliefs about own ability to be efficacy into analyzing and acting in relation to environmental 
elements. Accordingly, they seemed to have better outcome expectations in relation to the representation of their 
future. Furthermore, women, compared to men, have higher preference toward permanent job and intentions to 
contribute actively to the development of their territory. Students of Mathematical sciences, compared to students of 
other major areas, showed worse beliefs to pursue concrete goals and to manage relationships and interpersonal 
conflicts. In turn, they showed a more negative representation of their future, and they expected to need more time to 
find a satisfying job compared to other students. In line with a stereotypical representation of major areas and 
considering that Self-realization is the most important job related need for all independently of major areas, students 
of economic science seems prefer power and success whereas educational students seem to prefer relationship and 
affiliation job need. Male students of educational science seemed to be the only one displaying a slightly positive 
orientation toward the territory of belonging. Students of Economic Sciences, more than others, have higher 
expectation to find a job or to self-employ. Mathematical Science students, more than others, have instead higher 
expectation to be content with what life offers. These results confirmed literature about person and contextual inputs 
effects on life and work projectuality, representation of environment and career orientations (Bandura et al., 2001; 
Betz & Hackett, 1981; Brodzinski et al., 1990; Eccles, 1994; Sanchez & Licciardello, 2012).  
The results of the present study have implications for the planning of interventions. The planning of interventions 
should take into account person and contextual inputs variables as gender and major area. Furthermore interventions 
should consider students in a mutual relationship with their environment, rather than separated elements. Future 
researches should be replicated within different contexts (e.g. High school students), using other measures (e.g. 
Multiple-item scale for professional orientation) and exploring other person and contextual inputs variables (e.g. 
College years). 
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